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Welcome to the latest installment of this continuing 
series featuring iconic characters from the settings 
of the DuncEons & Dracons® game. Each History 
Check article recalls some of the game’s classic char- 
acters and events, while adding new insight. Sidebars 
in the text provide guidance to Dungeon Masters and 
players as to what a character might know of these 
stories with a successful skill check. 

This installment descends into the dark horror 
of the infamous lord of Ravenloft, Count Strahd von 
Zarovich, and brings to light the glimmers of hope 
provided by Strahd’s rival, the master monster hunter 
Dr. Rudolph van Richten. It begins with a passage 
from the viewpoint of the sole survivor of a brutal 
attack, who escaped with a damaged copy of a myste- 
rious book. ... 
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A DESPERATE 
APPROACH 


“Madam Singer! I’ve searched for a Vistani caravan for 
weeks. It took many days to catch up with you. You are 
obviously in a hurry, but I beg you, please, I need informa- 
tion that only the Vistani can give. ... Yes, I can pay... . Yes, 
I would be honored to ride with you inside the wagon as we 
talk. I do not wish to slow you down this gloomy night. .. . 

“Madam, please put away your tarokka cards and 
crystal ball. I didn’t chase you across many leagues for a 
reading or a prophecy. You see, I am the last of my family. 
A month ago, our estate was attacked in the dark of night. 
When I heard the screams of my family and friends, I pan- 
icked and ran into the countryside. When morning came, I 
returned home, ashamed of my fear and cowardice. I found 
everyone from the servants to the eldest of our noble house 
brutally slain. When I saw their broken bodies, anger and 
a thirst for vengeance replaced my shame and fear. While 
searching the house for any survivors, I ran across the 
charred remains of this book in the fireplace of my father’s 
ruined library. 

“As you can see, it is all but destroyed. All I can read is 
the title, Van Richten’s Guide to Vampires. My father 
seemingly ran afoul of one of these evil creatures and was 
researching how to destroy it, before it found him that 
frightful night. 

“People say the Vistani know much of vampires. Please, 
tell me how to defeat them. Tell me of this van Richten— 
does he know the means of their destruction?” 


THE FIRST VAMPIRE 


“Oh, yes, young one, we know about vampires. Some 
would say too much. I’m sure you were warned to 
beware of the Vistani. 

“Now, you are foolish to so quickly dismiss my 
mystical powers and the importance of the reading of 
your fortune. After all, how else did I know you were 
coming? Lucky for you, I foresaw your arrival, your 
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desperation, and the weight of your purse. Otherwise, 
this caravan would be worlds away by now, and you 
would be wandering a long and empty road. 

“Your father was incredibly fortunate to obtain 
one of van Richten’s tomes. I foresee great shame will 
fall upon your family for its being destroyed while in 
your care. Not all will mourn its loss, certainly not 
the vampire who destroyed it. Perhaps not even the 
Vistani ... well, not all of the Vistani. 

“Van Richten is a name we know well. The Vistani 
are responsible, after a fashion, for setting him on this 
path. If not for our relatives, then van Richten’s hatred 
of vampires, his unending battle against the supernat- 
ural, and his detailed tomes would not exist. He has 
saved countless mortal souls. His texts have enabled 
others to destroy thousands of terrible monsters and 
unholy beasts. Despite his good works, he would not 
thank us for providing his inspiration. As you will 
learn, he has every right to hate the Vistani. 

“Van Richten is a famous monster hunter. He is 
the archenemy of vampires, werebeasts, the undead, 
and others who terrify an entire populace merely by 
their arrival in the area. These are van Richten’s sub- 
jects of study, as well as his eternal foes. 

“But to understand van Richten, you must first 
understand his greatest enemies—the vampires. If you 
want to take on your vampire, I can place you on the 
right path. Can you handle it? We shall see. 

“Now, young one, we must start with the so-called 
first vampire. You're right to be skeptical of the title. 
He’s unlikely to have been the first vampire to walk 
the world. On the other hand, it’s said he’s the first 
to be created by death itself. He certainly was the 
first vampire in his now famously tormented land, 
Barovia.” 


Strahd and van Richten 


@ 


— 


THE ZAROVANS 


Madam Singer, the narrator of this History 
Check, is a member of the Zarovan tribe of the 
Vistani. The Vistani’s mysterious caravans travel 
vast distances and visit distant places, such as 
the Shadowfell and lands beyond. 

More information about the Vistani can be 
found in Player’s Option: Heroes of Shadow, the 
boxed set The Shadowfell: Gloomwrought and 
Beyond, and the Vistani articles in Dragon 380. 


TRIUMPH AND 
TRAGEDY 


“Count Strahd von Zarovich is the Lord of Barovia. 
The Vistani know him even better than van Rich- 
ten does. Our people travel many lands, and some 
of them prefer to reside in Barovia—to be close to 
Strahd. 

“Yes, young one, we know vampires. We know the 
most famous one of all very well. Personally, some 
might say.... 

“Strahd excels at deceit and manipulation. Most 
of his subjects, the people of Barovia, believe he’s a 
normal man. Even though they call him the “devil 
Strahd,” they think he’s simply an incredibly old man 
in the long line of von Zarovich. No matter how you 
approach them, they simply will not accept the truth. 

“But believe me, young one, there is little about 
Barovia or its lord that you would consider normal. 
Long ago, Strahd arrived in Barovia as a strict but 
generally good-intentioned noble. He was a successful 
conqueror, and his army settled in the area. Strahd 
called his scattered family to join him at Castle 
Ravenloft, his new residence and his seat of power. 
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“You may not yet understand, but years of war and 
death weigh heavily on even the mightiest leaders. 
Strahd regretted the years of his youth that he lost 
to his efforts of conquest. A sinister darkness settled 
across his mind. 

“Strahd ruled Barovia harshly. He was authoritar- 
ian, but not yet truly evil. It was a different kind of 
loss that pushed him over the edge. 

“Do you know of love yet, young one? Yes? Unre- 
quited love? Then you know the pain of longing, 
jealousy, and even madness that can befall those who 
are rejected by the object of their affection. 

“Count von Zarovich, quite simply, fell in love. She 
was a young woman called Tatyana. He adored and 
pursued her. Of course, she rejected him. She called 
him ‘old one’ and worse. That treatment shattered his 
ego. Strahd knew she rejected him because she saw 
little but old age and death within him. 

“Even worse, Tatyana fell in love with Sergei, 
Strahd’s younger brother. From the moment Sergei 
had arrived at Castle Ravenloft with the family, 
Strahd had despised him for his youth and hand- 
someness. Word of their betrothal crushed Strahd. 
Jealousy and disappointment drove his soul down a 
dark path. 

“But Strahd would not surrender, not even to 
death. No, he used his arcane powers to make a pact 
with death instead. On Sergei’s wedding day, Strahd 
sealed the pact by murdering his own brother. 

“Tatyana fled from Strahd, refusing to hear his 
attempts to explain himself. The castle guards shot 
the count during his pursuit. Consumed in grief and 
horror, Tatyana threw herself from the battlements 
of Castle Ravenloft. She disappeared into the mists a 
thousand feet below. 

“The count should have died from his wounds, 
like any normal man. But the pact saved his life, in a 


way of speaking. He did not die because he could not. 


He became undead. He became a vampire, and his 
wrath fell upon the entire wedding party. 


“Now, young one, you must understand that vam- 
pires usually are created by other vampires. Not so 
with Strahd. Such was the nature of his pact with 
death that when it was combined with his indomi- 
table will, he was able to thwart the grasp of mortality 
itself.” 


DREADFUL 
TRANSFORMATION 


“The land of Barovia changed when Strahd was 
reborn into unlife. Since that time, the fate of the 
people living there has grown ever darker. 

“The borders of Barovia became enshrouded in 
an unnatural mist. The citizens discovered they were 
trapped, and they had little contact with the outside 
world. Any people who tried to travel through the 
mist found themselves back in Barovia .. . or were 
never heard from again. 

“Any people except the Vistani, that is. We can 
pierce the mists when we desire, and the mists 
accommodate us. We can even take others with us at 
times, though those who know of this ability rarely 
ask for our aid. Travelers fear we'll leave them in an 
evil realm or abandon them in the mist. Those fears 
are not wholly unjustified. . .. 

“The Barovians rarely try to escape. They fell into a 
peculiar mindset after the transformation, and there- 
after had no difficulty in keeping to their own lands. 
Terrible creatures and powerful undead roamed the 
night. No one dared step foot outside their dwellings 
once the sun had set. No one ever opened their doors 
after dark, not even in response to screams or pleas 
for help from their friends and neighbors. 

“We eventually discerned that Barovia had shifted 
into the Shadowfell, constituting its own realm 
enshrouded by a mysterious border mist. Strahd 
controls many aspects of his domain and can moni- 
tor some events. What’s more, the mist has trapped 
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ROLEPLAYING STRAHD 


Count Strahd von Zarovich is one of the game’s 
best known and most popular villains. He has 
been used extensively by DMs to directly attack, 
torment, and interact with the player characters. 
Strahd is a complex, classic villain, with mul- 
tiple motivations at any given time. He often 
toys with his enemies, and then crushes them 
when he tires of the game, or if they legitimately 
threaten him. 

The count pursues his goals ruthlessly. He will 
personally attend to important matters using 
stealth, intimidation, or violence. Because time 
means nothing to Strahd, he will retreat if events 
go poorly for him. Waiting for a better opportu- 
nity is rarely a problem. 

His goals are mostly personal ones. Strahd is 
haunted by recurring visions of his lost Tatyana 
and still hopes that she, or her reincarnation, 
might one day become his bride. Despite his 
never-ending desire, he has not yet succeeded. 
Many years might pass between these opportu- 
nities, during which Strahd might occupy himself 
with other matters. He rarely cares enough 
about Barovian affairs to dedicate time to them, 
unless they directly support or interfere with his 
plans. He occasionally attempts to escape Raven- 
loft, and he pursues powerful magic items that 
could threaten or aid him. 

In an encounter with adventurers, Strahd is 
evil and lethal. He strikes suddenly, often with 
the help of wolves or undead allies. Breaks rarely 
fall the characters’ way. They should feel fortu- 
nate to escape him and triumphant if they defeat 
him, albeit temporarily. 


@ 


— 


October 2012 | DRAGON 416 ( 6 


Strahd as effectively as everyone else. He, like his sub- 


jects, cannot leave.... 

“It would be a mistake to think that Barovia is 
open only to Vistani travelers. Occasionally, the 
mist surrounding Barovia mysteriously appears on 
far-flung worlds or lands. Travelers enter a patch of 
ordinary fog or dense mist only to exit in Barovia. 
Most never escape and are forced to become perma- 
nent inhabitants. A few discover they might be able to 
depart by defeating the dark lord, Strahd himself. 

“It might surprise you, young one, that over the 
decades, a few have even successfully fled. Though 
they might have won their freedom, Strahd has never 
been ultimately defeated. On occasions when he dis- 
appears for weeks or months on end, the Barovians 
continue living as though he is simply away, ready to 
return after any sunset. They know it can happen.” 


ENEMIES NOT YET 
MET 


“Powerful people and evil creatures are never with- 
out enemies. If one’s stature is measured by the 
quality of his or her foes, what does it say that Count 
Strahd von Zarovich and Dr. Rudolph van Richten 
are the fiercest of opponents? How does that change, 
when you consider that the mortal realm’s most 
famous monster hunter has never personally fought 
one of his worst foes? 

“Well, young one, the easy answer is that this story 
is not yet complete. Perhaps they will someday fight 
an epic duel—fangs versus mallet and stake. For now, 
it is accurate to say that they are already engaged in a 
more subtle conflict. 

“In some ways, Strahd and van Richten are more 
alike than the good doctor would like to admit. Both 
prefer to outwit their opponents. Both use violence 
when it suits them. Both manipulate or recruit others 
to fight their battles, though their methods differ. 


It is said that van Richten has even entered Castle 


Ravenloft, but only to gather information, not to 
engage in combat with Strahd. 

“Tm certain van Richten fears Strahd. Only a 
fool would not. Does this emotion stay van Richten’s 
hand? I doubt it. Van Richten despises vampires 
above all others. I’m certain that despite his appre- 
hensions, he is driven to find the means of Strahd’s 
true and permanent destruction. 

“The Lord of Barovia cannot be slain as normal 
vampires can be. In some corners it is said that vam- 
pires might be destroyed by the light of day. Indeed, 
Strahd cannot abide the sun and is dormant through- 
out the daylight hours. Even if he is destroyed by 
physical attack, magical force, or other violent means, 
he always, eventually, returns. As a mortal, van Rich- 
ten has only one life to risk in such a confrontation. 
Even worse would be to fall to an undead foe and 
become one of them. So, he is right to be cautious 
with the devil Strahd. 

“Which would the Vistani support in such a con- 
frontation? Impetuous child! Do not insult us. Those 
that deal with Strahd do so in exchange for other 
opportunities. The Vistani need no such assistance. 
If Strahd were destroyed, the Vistani would go on. If 
van Richten were killed, the Vistani would not weep. 
The Vistani serve themselves. 

“That last fact, young one, is why others warned 
you about the Vistani. It is why we are not trusted. 
They say we might sell anyone out at the first oppor- 
tunity, ifthe price is right. Sometimes, they are right. 
Fortunately for you, your gold is good today. ... 

“Indeed, the Vistani know Barovia well, but we are 
not limited to that realm or anywhere else. Barovia is 
not the only dreadful domain to be claimed and held 
in isolation by the Shadowfell. In fact, there is a simi- 
larity between Strahd and the good doctor—because 
van Richten comes from another isolated domain of 
dread, one called Darkon. 

“That place is out of Count von Zarovich’s reach, 
but it is every bit as perilous as Barovia. Many of the 
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same horrific, supernatural creatures lurk in both 
realms, as well as this world. Perhaps the mists are 
what provide them passage. 

“Darkon’s isolation is the reason I am not surprised 
that you had never heard of van Richten before you 
found this charred book. Your father’s acquisition of 
it must be a long story at the end of a difficult journey. 
It is not the first of van Richten’s tomes to reach this 
world, but such an event is a rare occurrence.” 


HISTORY CHECK 


The following History check DCs assume the 
character making the check to be from a loca- 
tion outside Barovia or Darkon. Characters from 
those realms gain a +5 bonus when making a 
History check about Barovia or Strahd. 

History DC 15: The character knows vague 
and dreadful tales regarding undead and super- 
natural horrors in a legendary realm called 
Barovia. 

History DC 20: The character has heard 
rumors about Count Strahd von Zarovich and his 
harsh rule over Barovia. The stories imply that 
he is more than an evil human lord, but do not 
speak to his true nature. 

History DC 25: The character knows that 
Barovia is a mist-enshrouded domain of dread 
in the Shadowfell, and is aware of rumored dif- 
ficulties in entering or leaving the domain. 

History DC 30: The character has heard tales 
that the Vistani of Barovia act as Strahd’s spies 
and allies. The character has also heard that van 
Richten is interested in defeating Strahd. 

History DC 35: The character has heard 
assertions of Strahd’s true nature as a vampire 
and his status as the lord of his domain of dread. 
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A FATHER’S LOVE 


“So, we come to your tool of vengeance, young one— 
the book, and its author. Perhaps van Richten would 
not share your violent motivation nowadays, but he 
would understand it. He has lived through his own 
pain and heartache. 

“Dr. Rudolph van Richten was once a modest, 
unassuming medical practitioner. Though his surgi- 
cal skills were merely adequate, he was a talented 
herbalist. Perhaps he might have continued with his 
quiet career, if not for the intervention of fate and the 
Vistani. 

“Many years ago, a Vistani tribe kidnapped van 
Richten’s son, Erasmus. The boy was sold to a vampire 
of power and position called Baron Metus. No Vistani 
who knows of this incident has deigned to address 
what motivated this act—whether the Vistani had 
something to gain from Metus by delivering the boy, 
or whether the baron manipulated or bargained with 
them to carry out the deed. At any rate, van Rich- 
ten immediately set about tracking the kidnappers 
and eventually caught up with them in the realm of 
Barovia. 

“Then, after he extracted his son’s whereabouts 
from the kidnappers, he traveled to the baron’s estate 
to confront the vampire directly. Metus reacted with 
the lowest form of disdain, allowing van Richten only 
a sneer and a laugh before having the doctor evicted 
from his presence. Of course, if van Richten had 
mounted a direct assault at this time, it would have 
met with utter failure. He was not the great hunter 
yet. 

“So, van Richten retreated to the grounds just 
outside the baron’s estate to consider his next step. 
The doctor was shocked when his son came to him 
instead. It was a dreadful reunion. The vampire 
had corrupted Erasmus, and the boy was becoming 
undead. He pleaded for his father to kill him imme- 
diately, before he forgot what it was to be human 
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and became another evil creature preying upon the ~ 
world. 

“Van Richten was heartbroken, but fearful of what 
Erasmus would become. You see, young one, when 
battling a vampire, you must be prepared to kill the 
beast, no matter what body it inhabits or what soul it 
once possessed. Van Richten understood all this, and 
for that reason he slew his son... . 

“Tell me, young one, would you have done the 
same? If your vampire had corrupted your father, 
would you have taken mallet and stake to your sire’s 
heart? In your hunger for vengeance, do you realize 
that failure might cause you to become the very thing 
you despise? Are you willing to put your remaining 
friends and family at risk if you fail? 


ROLEPLAYING VAN 
RICHTEN 


Rudolph van Richten is first and foremost a 
scholar and a doctor. Even after his knowledge 
and his role in the world have expanded, he 
retains these simple beginnings in his personal- 
ity. He is forceful when need be. He is resolute 
in his goal of permanently removing the undead 
and other supernatural horrors from the world. 
He is small, middle-aged, and thin—hardly the 
type most adventurers would see as a successful 
monster hunter. 

Van Richten is ready to help those who seek 
his knowledge. He is willing to share what he 
knows and eager to learn of others’ encounters 
with the undead and supernatural. He is less 
willing to take up the fight himself, unless he 
can be convinced that the need is great or that 
failure would end in catastrophe. 
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“I put that question to you because, you see, Baron 
Metus took his revenge immediately. Van Richten 
returned home to find his wife dead—a debt, in the 
baron’s eyes, repaid in kind. Filled with despair and 


vengefulness, van Richten turned away from the heal- 


ing arts and dedicated himself to the destruction of 
Baron Metus and all of his kind.” 


LIGHT IN THE GLOOM 


“Van Richten’s wrath was naturally directed toward 
the vampires first. After carrying out Baron Metus’s 
final destruction, van Richten reconsidered his 
motives. He turned from revenge to become a scholar 
of these terrible creatures. 

“He soon learned of other great horrors and 
threats to the world. First and foremost, he studied 
other undead, which were related to the vampires 
in terms of their evil unlife. This knowledge led him 
to the truth about other unnatural and supernatural 
creatures. Some claims he initially disregarded as 
folk tales. Only personal encounters with creatures 
like werewolves opened his eyes to their existence. 

“Still driven by the loss of his loved ones, he sought 


to rid his land of these terrors, and to share his knowl- 


edge to enable others to do the same. Van Richten 
preferred misdirection and subterfuge over personal 
combat. After all, he was just a healer and a scholar 
who felt that he had been forced into developing new 
talents to survive so that he could aid others. 
“Through his studies, van Richten discovered 
the full reality of Darkon’s existence—it was a realm 
trapped within the Shadowfell. How did he pass from 
one realm to another in this turbulent sea? Perhaps 
he fooled or bribed the Vistani to guide him through 
the mists. Maybe the mists simply allowed him to 
travel between the domains. However he managed it, 
van Richten discovered the truth about Barovia and 
Strahd’s connection to that dreadful domain, and, in 
so doing, he uncovered Strahd’s true nature. 


“Now, young one, you should realize that as people 
age, they think more about their legacy and their 
impact on the world. Van Richten records and distrib- 
utes his knowledge about his fantastic subjects. At his 
herbalist shop in Darkon, van Richten has penned a 
number of tomes, each on a different monster, collec- 
tively called Van Richten’s Guides. 

“Within these books, he records observations and 
notes revealing important aspects of his quarry’s 
mannerisms, weaknesses, and abilities. Some who 
peruse these volumes will never come to believe that 
the creatures chronicled within actually exist. Nev- 
ertheless, van Richten hopes that those who need the 
information—those who have experienced the horror 
firsthand—will find his books and his discoveries vital 
to their survival. Perhaps people like yourself and 
your father, young one. ... 

“Well, the hour is late, and our time is at an end. 
The driver will halt just ahead to let you off. I fear 
your search for help will be a long one. I do not know 
whether my tale will prove helpful to you, but in any 
event I foresee you will learn much more after leaving 
my wagon. Beyond that, I can tell you nothing. After 
all, you chose not to have me read your fortune. . . . 

“Good-bye, young one.” 


EPILOGUE 


“My head filled with tales of ancient vampires, fright- 
ful domains, and monster hunters, I stepped down from 
Madam Singer’s wagon. Lost in thought, I took several 
paces from the wagon before I noticed that the night had 
become much foggier than before. 

“I expected to be near a riverbank that paralleled the 
road, but I couldn't see it. The fog obscured my vision. Then 
I realized it wasn't fog—it was mist. A tingling began to rise 
up my neck, along with a newfound feeling of dread. I spun 
back toward the wagon, but it was gone. I was alone in the 
mist. 

“Not knowing what else to do, I started walking. Would 
I find the river, or a domain of dread? Darkon or Barovia? 
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Van Richten or the devil Strahd? Had the Vistani left me in 
peril? 

“Suddenly, I dearly wished I had agreed to Madam 
Singer’s tarokka reading. ...” 


HISTORY CHECK 


The following History check DCs assume the 
character making the check to be from a loca- 
tion outside Barovia or Darkon. Characters from 
those realms gain a +5 bonus when making a 
History check about Darkon or van Richten. 

History DC 15: The character has heard wild 
rumors of van Richten’s adventures as a legend- 
ary monster hunter. 

History DC 20: The character knows of 
the existence of one or two of van Richten’s 
books, most likely the ones about vampires and 
werewolves. 

History DC 25: The character knows of van 
Richten’s dedication to the destruction of super- 
natural, evil foes and his efforts to chronicle their 
weaknesses and traits in an extensive series of 
guides. The character also knows the most likely 
library or collection to hold a copy of a given 
guide. 

History DC 30: The character knows that 
van Richten is from the realm of Darkon in the 
Shadowfell, and is aware of his general history. 

History DC 36: The character has heard of 
van Richten’s efforts to research ways to destroy 
Strahd and other dark lords of the domains of 
dread. 
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ADVENTURE HOOKS 


Below are some starting ideas for DMs who want to 
use Strahd, Barovia, van Richten, or his guides in 
their campaigns. More about domains of dread can 
be found in the Manual of the Planes™ supplement 
and in the various domains of dread articles on D&D 
Insider. Additional information about Strahd can 

be found in the Open Grave: Secrets of the Undead™ 
supplement. 


+ The adventurers are waiting in a tavern for their 
most lucrative employer when his servant arrives 
carrying a small chest. The messenger hands the 
adventurers a note that reads, "Friends, if you are 
reading this, I have finally been defeated by my 
rival, Count Dron. He has no doubt turned me 
into an undead monster. Within this chest you will 
find the means to free me from this fate. Ifyou 
succeed, my estate has orders to pay you at three 
times your usual rate.” The adventurers open the 
chest to find a mallet, a wooden stake, a copy of 
Van Richten’s Guide to Vampires, and a map of Count 
Dron’s estate. 


+ The adventurers are hired to investigate the dis- 
appearance of the town mayor and several others 
who have gone missing on several different foggy 
nights over the last month. The fog is actually a 
manifestation of the border mists from Barovia. 
As they search one foggy evening, the adventurers 
pass through to Barovia. They locate the miss- 
ing people, who have taken refuge in the village 
near Castle Ravenloft. They must discover a way 
to escape Barovia, either by defeating Strahd 
or convincing the Vistani to help. If they anger 
the Vistani in the process, they might be taken 
through the mist to Darkon or another domain of 
dread as payback. 


+ A wealthy sage or wizard wants a complete set of 
Van Richten’s Guides for his library. He hires the 
adventurers to go to Darkon, find van Richten, 
and acquire a copy of each. After a long journey, 
the characters arrive to find van Richten dubi- 
ous of their motives. He challenges them to prove 
themselves by pursuing several different legend- 
ary creatures on his behalf: They might also show 
their worth by defending van Richten against a 
sudden attack on his home. 
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